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Kinesthetic Spelling for All Students
BY ANNETTE MAAT

T

he first day of school arrived and the students walked through the classroom door with excited looks
on their faces. Over the course of the summer, I had diligently planned for all the content they needed
to learn. The anticipated lessons played out in my head like a perfectly produced movie. The script
included having all the students successfully learn the same spelling words. The movie progressed until one
day I envisioned one of my students wearing a producer's outfit standing before me yelling, "CUT!" It happens
to teachers all the time; procedures and lessons we so carefully planned do not work and we have to change
midstream to accommodate students' needs.

A re-evaluation of the scene must take place. As I
reflected upon my students' weekly spelling scores, I
realized that they did not meet my perfect scenario.
Could it be that my instruction lacked meaning?
Were my expectations too high? These questions
drove my study and led to my motion picture titled
How I Taught Spelling. Over a 7-month period, I
researched common spelling strategies and multisensory learning techniques. The more I learned,
the more I wondered: Would kinesthetic learning
improve students' spelling test scores?

Research
Common Spelling Strategies

l

The preview to the movie provides a cameo of common spelling strategies. The first and probably most
common spelling strategy is the more traditional
auditory-visual method of memorization called "look
and say" (Montgomery, 2007). Students who learn
through the "look and say" method develop knowledge of letter sounds without explicit instruction.
Another technique that is not much different than
the "look and say" method is the "look-cover-write"
(Montgomery, 2007). In this procedure, the student
self-corrects by checking for errors and then rewrites
if necessary.
Up until 2007, Reading Today, The International
Reading Association newsletter, identified phonics
instruction in its list of hot topics (Cassidy &
Cassidy, 2008). The hot topics are recognized as
those topics that are of greatest concern for researchers and practitioners. Researchers believe that phonics instruction leads into phonemic understanding
that supports letter and sound recognition (Vacca,

J., Vacca, R., Gove, Burkey, Kenhart, & McKeon,
2006). Montgomery (2007) discovered through her
research that a bottom-up approach to spelling was
more beneficial for spelling especially for those struggling spellers. A bottom-up approach would include
teaching letters first, then sounds, and finally sound
patterns (Reutzel & Cooter, 1999).
A similar approach is synthetic phonics instruction,
which is defined in the Literacy Dictionary as a
"part-to-whole approach to reading instruction in
which the student learns the sounds represented by
letters and letter combinations, blends these sounds
together to pronounce new words, and finally identifies which phonics generalizations apply" (Harris &
Hodges, 1995, p.250). Synthetic phonics allows the
speller to learn the alphabetic principle, and then
he can apply this information to word attack skills
later. The preceding methods of spelling have been
popular among teachers for the last few decades and
in many instances have been successful. But they
were not working in my classroom and I recognized
that it was time for a change of scene.

Kinesthetic Spelling
As the lights go down, the prologue begins. The
camera zooms into a critical scene. Dennison P. &
Dennison G. (1994) provides insight into the word
kinesthetic. It comes from the Greek root kinesis,
which means "motion." Research supports incorporating a kinesthetic approach to instruct spelling.
Campbell, L., Campbell, B., & Dickinson (2004)
used piano keys to incorporate tones and sounds
to corresponding letters and advocated "chanting
in rhythm while accenting certain letters that are
frequently missed or confused" (p. 137). Rogers

Annette Maat is a first-grade teacher at Hillcrest Elementary School in Big Rapids
and is studying for a' master,s degree at Ferris State.

FALL

2008-WINTER 2009, VoL. 41, No. 1

49

KINESTHETIC SPELLING FOR ALL STUDENTS

(1999) recommended using entire body movements,
which she referred to as cheerleader spelling to help
in spelling recall. "This activity requires students
to look carefully at the word, think about the letters
and how they are written, and engage in physical
movements that match each letter formation" (Gipe,
2006, p. 170).
In a study completed in a third-grade general
education classroom, Murphy (1997) compared a
conventional and a multisensory approach to spelling that indicated that the multisensory approach
increased performance, but not significantly. An
effective program for increasing sight vocabulary
was developed by Fernald (1943). Fernald referred
to this method of word study as the "Visual, Auditory Kinesthetic, Tactile Approach" (VAKT) to word
knowledge. Students were first asked to name a word
they wanted to learn. Then the teacher would write
or print the word in crayon on a strip of paper in
letters large enough for the learner to trace by direct
finger contact. To help stimulate the students' tactile
sense, the word would be written on some type of
rough surface such as sandpaper or salt.
The teacher would then model how to trace the word
and pronounce (or chant) it at the same time. After
modeling this process, he would invite the students
to do the same activity. Once the student felt confident that he could write the word from memory,
he would be asked to demonstrate this ability. If he
is successful, then the process is discontinued and
retention of the word was checked at a later time,
preferably later that day. Murphy (1997) built upon
the work of Fernald (1943) and used the VAKT to
increase spelling comprehension.
A similar study done by Murphy & McLaughlin
(1990) also used the VAKT multisensory approach
with a special education student. Four words were
chosen daily from the student's list. The student
was instructed to look at the word, say the word,
and then trace the word with his dominant hand.
This process was repeated several times. The next
day, the student was given a test on the previously
studied words. Any words missed were added to
that day's list. The authors reported an increase
from a baseline of 8.8 words spelled correctly to
12.2 words. Later, sentence dictation that included
target words was given to the student and any
errors, including punctuation, were corrected.
After adding dictation to the VAKT approach, the
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student's average increased to 13.4 words spelled
correctly.
Research conducted by Grant (1985) revealed a
spelling method in which hand motions were used
for each letter and sound. The instruction, therefore,
incorporated muscular perception when learning
the spelling word along with the visual and auditory
perceptions. Students were also allowed to write
the words on the chalkboard, allowing them the
freedom to move around. This kinesthetic method
was more effective and more enjoyable for the students. Although research on the effects of including
movement with spelling is limited, there have been
numerous studies on multisensory learning.

Multisensory Learning
Learning can be achieved in a variety of ways. One
premier educator who stressed the importance
of movement, especially with early learners, was
Montessori. She stated "the child's body must draw
nourishment and oxygen from its external environment in order to accomplish a great physiological
work, the work of growth" (Montessori, 1966, p. 4).
She believed that cognitive development and movement were related.
Dale (1970) also believed that the mind and the body
were connected. His research compared what a person remembers to what level of involvement he has
in the activity. The "Cone of Experience" (Dale) is a
visual analogy that organized instructional materials to a kind of experience. Dale (1970) emphasized
that the "base of the cone represents direct firsthand
experiences that make up the foundation of our
living" (p. 98). Even the most recent brain research
scientifically proves that physical activity improves
learning (Sausa, 2001). Exercise increases the oxygen in the blood and therefore revitalizes the brain.
Gardner (1993) stated:
In most areas of the curriculum, materials
can be presented in a plethora of ways-by
teachers or through books, software,
hardware, or other media. The choice of
mode of presentation can in many cases
spell the differences between a successful
and an unsuccessful educational experience. (p. 73)
Gage (1995) also realized the importance of learning
styles, particularly kinesthetic learning. Kinesthetic
students learn better through some type of move-
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ment and want to be physically active in what they
are doing. Multisensory learning opportunities are
few and far between, especially when it comes to
spelling instruction. One advantage of kinesthetic
learning is that it is usually combined with other
modalities. The information gleaned from these
studies sparked my interest and curiosity about best
spelling practices. My notion was that combining the
bodily-kinesthetic intelligence and spelling instruction would augment student test performance. Would
adding some movement in my spelling instruction
improve my students' scores?

Methods
Participants
Although not yet famous, the characters in my movie
attended a small, urban, first- through fifth-grade
elementary school. The majority of the 230 students
were Caucasian; 11 % were African American. Of
those 230 students, 63% received Title I services.
The class participants attended a general education
class that averaged 21 students. Due to the fluctuation of new students, only the 18 consistent students
participated in the study. Of those 18 students, 6
received Title I reading support. Ten of the students
were male and 8 were female. Of the 10 male students, 2 received Title I reading support and of the 8
female students, 4 received Title I reading support.

Procedure
Approximately 8 weeks into the school year, I
recognized that a number of my students were not
meeting my expectations on their weekly spelling
tests. As the "director" of this movie, How I Taught
Spelling, I realized that I had to revisit my teaching
style. I started out the school year giving all of my
first-grade students a list of five grade-appropriate
spelling words a week. These words were chosen
from the Dolch word list and other high-frequency
words. The words were not taken from a basal
reading series or from any particular content area;
they were chosen strictly because they were words
that students used frequently and needed to know.
From September through November, a list of five
words was sent home every Monday. As a class we
would look at the words and recite them during the
week, and on Friday they would take a pencil and
paper test. This is when the first-grade producer in
my head jumped in and again said, "Cut! This isn't
working." This method was not challenging enough

FALL

for more than half of my students and did not meet
the needs of my lower students. Students at both
ends of the learning spectrum suffered because of
this method.
The previous scene is considered a blooper and was
re-enacted with some changes. After talking to a
colleague, collaboratively we devised a plan to more
adequately meet our students' needs. The revised
spelling method provided a more individualized
spelling list for the students. Our revised plan, "Take
Two" consisted of giving a pre-test on Monday of 10
teacher-selected words. These spelling words were
chosen based on several criteria. After reviewing recommendations of established researchers (Vacca et
al. 2006; Tompkins, 2006; & Reutzel & Cooter, 2008),
I decided to use five criteria for choosing the weekly
spelling words. The words could be: 1) words with a
common rime; 2) spelled phonetically; 3) a sight word
for first grade; 4) words misspelled in their writing;
5) or words taken from currently studied literature.
Several sample spelling ·lists can be found in the
Appendix (page 55).
During the 8 weeks of the study, I intentionally
designed the spelling list so that the first five words
were easier and the last five words were more difficult. The former words were easier for individuals
to remember because they could either be spelled
phonetically or they had a common rime. The latter
words were usually first-grade sight words or words
chosen from their writing. These words often did not
have a direct sound-symbol relationship and were,
therefore, difficult for students to recall.
Of the 10 pre-selected spelling words, the first five
words spelled incorrectly on the pretest became the
students' spelling words for the week. When checking the students' pretest, I circled the numbers in
front of the first five incorrectly spelled words. On
the pretest, if a student obtained a perfect score or
missed fewer than five words, he was given words
taken from an advanced spelling program, called
Vowel Oriented Word Attack Course (VoWac)
(Gomer, 2006). A sample of how the additional words
were incorporated into the spelling test can be seen
in Figure 1 (page 52). In addition to the five spelling
words, all students were assigned two sentences.
These sentences reflected a complete thought that
included some of the first five spelling words in
addition to words on the word wall. The word wall
is a systematic collection of words displayed on the
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wall for the students to refer to as needed. The words
displayed are previously taught and assessed high
frequency words for first grade. After the spelling
test on Friday, new words were added to the word
wall so the students can use them as a reference in
their writing.
Figure 1.
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punctuation. Sentence 2 was also worth 7 points: 1
point for each of the words, 1 point for capitalization
and 1 point for punctuation. This student received 14
out of 19 points possible or 74%.
The teaching routine consisted of sending the
student's pretest and a copy of the typed words and
sentences home on Monday for the students to study
alone or with parental help. Even though each student was responsible for learning only five words, all
ten words from the initial list were included in the
daily practice. The 10-minute, in-class instructional
strategy used was the traditional "look and say" with
additional word study. The word study used was
mostly explicit instruction by looking at the patterns
in words and being able to apply those patterns to
other words. For example, a spelling word for the
week was "pat," I would then chunk up the word to
find a part they already knew. Since the students
were familiar with the word "at," they only had
to apply the p sound. The selection of the spelling
words for the first 4 weeks and the last 4 weeks of
the study were based on the same criteria. To ensure
a constant progression, the words were increasing
more difficult.
Although it was a great idea, this spelling routine
didn't appear to be working. My challenge was to
develop a different and exciting way for the students
to learn their spelling words. Adding some type of
movement to the spelling instruction was my solution to the problem. Many studies (Hill & Sartinis,
1973; Murphy & McLaughlin, 1990; & Vickery, Reynolds, & Cochran, 1987) have shown that kinesthetic
learning works with students performing below
grade level so why not try this type of learning with
non at-risk students?

The spelling test was assessed by allowing 1 point
for each of the five spelling words (+5), 1 point for
each word in the sentence (point value varied), and
1 point for proper punctuation and capitalization
(+4). Punctuation and capitalization were taught
prior to requiring correct sentence format. Figure
1 shows a sample spelling test. On the pretest, the
student missed only three (fall, star, spark) out of
the 10 original words. Two additional words (number
and winter) were given to her from VoWac to make a
total of five spelling words. Each spelling word was
worth 1 point on the final test for a total of 5 points.
Sentence 1 was worth 7 points: 1 point for each of
the words, 1 point for capitalization, and 1 point for
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Data for the first 4 weeks of the study were collected
using the method described above with no movement
included in instruction. The second 4 weeks of the
study leads to the climax. When I as the director
shout out "Ready, Set, Action," the characters jump
up and start moving. The same routine was followed;
all students were expected to learn five new words
but now some type of movement was included. Many
different movements were used. Sometimes it was as
simple as asking students' to make their bodies tall
for tall letters (t, 1, b, etc.) and making their bodies
small for small letters (a, c, o, etc.). Some other
actions used were word wall chants, like spelling
the word while doing the chicken dance or doing the
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disco in which they put their hand up for a consonant
and put their hand down for a vowel (Kennedy,
2008).
"Take Three" features students out of their seats concentrating on following my movements and chants.
Sometimes props were also used in conjunction with
instruction. The students used streamers to write
the words in the air. They were also given individual
letters written on index cards, and when asked to
spell a word, the students with the correct letter
came to the front of the class and stood in the correct
right-to-left order. Rhythm sticks were also used to
tap out the letters in the spelling word and pompoms
were used to cheer each letter in the spelling word.

Results
This study showed that multisensory learning
paid off especially for my at-risk students. Their
scores increased by an average of 25% (see Figure
2). Based on the entire population of this study,
the majority of the students increased their average when movement was used in conjunction with
spelling instruction. The overall percent difference
averaged out to be a 13% increase. Eighty-three
Figure 2.

percent of the students spelling scores increased
when movement was used in conjunction with word
study. The results of the study verified my question:
Would kinesthetic spelling instruction increase
spelling scores for those students who were categorized as non at-risk? The 13 students non at-risk
improved their spelling average by 7%. Of these
same students, no student decreased his average by
more than 8% (see Figure 3).

Conclusion
This brings me to the final scene of How I Taught
Spelling. I was very impressed with the results of
this study. It was hard to believe that by making
such a small instructional alteration that the students' test scores would increase by such a noticeable
amount. It was especially beneficial for the at-risk
students, but adding movement into my spelling
practice also helped 75% of the students who were
categorized as non at-risk. The other 25% whose
averages decreased were identified as having the
highest spelling average in the first four weeks. The
drop in their test scores demonstrated a regression
toward the mean. Their scores could not change drastically because they were the highest in the class.
Figure 3.
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Since students were already scoring in the highest
percentile, there was not much room to go up; therefore, occasionally their average scores decreased.
The student's spelling scores changed over the course
of this study and so did the students' attitudes
toward spelling. The classroom atmosphere was
unique. Explicit instruction can be dry and boring.
During the process of this new spelling instruction,
students learned new expectations for behavior and
self-control. The proper use of props such as the
streamers or rhythm sticks had to be taught prior to
the lesson. Once this was clear, the students were
enthusiastic about their spelling instruction. By
including movement with instruction, excitement
and enthusiasm became evident in the lesson. The
students actually began to ask me when it was time
to practice their spelling. That sure was a plus for
me!
To be able to generalize this study beyond my
classroom, further research could be conducted for
a longer time frame. Another possibility would be to
do additional research to test for student retention
in this type of spelling program. Although the spelling strategies in this study were very beneficial for
my students, there were some limitations. Some of
the limitations I encountered in the study were not
always having the resources such as enough rhythm
sticks or pompoms. Time was also a limiting factor.
Sometimes allotting 10 minutes per day to spelling
was difficult. It was also time-consuming to make
some of the props such as the streamers and letter
cards. Regardless of the limitations, I have continued
this type of spelling instruction in my classroom.
This investigation into kinesthetic spelling instruction suggests that even students non at-risk can
benefit from multisensory learning. Educators such
as Dennison (1994), Dale (1970), and Gage (1995)
advocated the use of kinesthetic instruction. As the
credits to the movie roll, Gill's (1994) words sum
up this topic by stating; "representing academic
concepts in physical ways makes the learning more
accessible and memorable for children, and fosters
creative and dynamic energy in the classroom" (p.
80). The movie ends, the lights slowly become visible,
and for me, it was a happy ending.
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Appendix
Week24
old
cold
told
sold
mold
but
has
house
shape
use
Week 25
pull
full
call
wall
small
star
spark
bark
scarf
mark

.

Week26
bite
dime
time
fine
line
five
mile
smile
slime
while
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